
Christ and the Spirit

John 7:37-39

On the last and greatest day of the Feast, Jesus stood and said in a loud voice,  

“If anyone is thirsty, let him come to me and drink. Whoever believes in me, as  

the Scripture has said, streams of living water will flow from within him.” By  

this he meant the Spirit, whom those who believed in him were later to receive.  

Up to that time the Spirit had not been given since Jesus had not yet been  

glorified.

In spite of the many books, lectures, conferences and sermons about the Holy Spirit 

which  have  come  from  the  charismatic  movement,  there  is  still  considerable 

ignorance about the work of the Spirit in daily life, and especially in relationship to 

Christ.  We still tend to think of the Holy Spirit in isolation, failing to pay careful 

attention to how the Spirit is related to Christ. 

We see from this passage of John's gospel that the Holy Spirit comes to dwell only 

with those who have come to Christ. The prerequisite for the work of the Spirit in our 

lives is to be rightly related to Christ. But we need also to bear in mind that we cannot 

separate Christ from the Spirit.  Where Christ is, there the Spirit is, and where the 

Spirit is, there is Christ.

We do violence to our belief in the Trinity if we do not consider Christ and the Spirit 

together, and both of them together with the Father. We do not believe in three Gods, 

the Father, the Son and the Spirit, who act independently of one another, and can be 

treated in isolation from each other. The Spirit is the Spirit of Christ; Christ is the life-

giving Spirit.  Christ is one with the Father, the Father is one with the Spirit.  The 

trinity is one God in three persons, and to be in relation to God is to be in relation to  

all three persons. We cannot belong to Christ without being indwelt by the Spirit, and 

where Christ is, there the Father is also.

Our life in Christ is a life in the Spirit, and our life in the Spirit is life in Christ, all the  

while being in communion with the Father. When we are in right relationship with 

God, we will know the blessing of being with the Father and Christ and the Spirit, and 

of having them being with us. This is what is spelled out for us in John 14:8-26. In the 
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light what this chapter says about this close communion between the Father, the Son 

and the Spirit, we will consider the passage in the seventh chapter of John's gospel.

On the last day of the seven-day feast of Tabernacles, the celebration of the harvest, 

Jesus stood up in the temple and shouted aloud “If anyone is thirsty, let him come to 

me and drink.” This feast was a celebration of the crops which had been harvested; it 

was  a  celebration  which  came  after  the  abundant  rains  had  brought  fruit  and 

vegetables to ripeness.  The temple and the houses in Jerusalem were decked with 

leafy branches, and the people were living in tabernacles or huts covered with leafy 

branches. Everywhere were the signs of greenery and fruitfulness and abundance. And 

in this context, at the end of a week-long festival of rejoicing over the good things 

God had given, Jesus stands up and says, “If anyone is thirsty, let him come to me and 

drink.” The whole festival was a celebration of abundance, including the abundance 

of new wine. But in this situation we read that Jesus said, If anyone is thirsty, let him 

come to me and drink. 

Who  would  be  thirsty  in  such  a  context?  In  such  a  celebration  there  would  be 

anything but thirst. But the thirst of which Jesus spoke was a deeper thirst than that 

brought on by the hot sun or hard work. He spoke in the same way to the woman by 

Jacob's well in Samaria (John 4:4-15).

We also see this in John 6:35. “Then Jesus declared, I am the bread of life. He who 

comes to me will never go hungry, and he who believes in me will never be thirsty.” 

So again in John's gospel we read of Jesus' promise that our thirst will be satisfied in 

him. 

In the events recorded in John 7, when Jesus stood and shouted on the last day of the 

Feast, he invited all those who were thirsty to come to him and drink. He did not ask 

those who were mildly curious, or interested in an off-hand sort of way. He stood and 

identified himself as the one who could satisfy the deepest longing of the heart. 

Only those who are prepared to sacrifice all else for the sake of Christ need come to 

him to drink. The life-giving water which Christ gives is a fire in the veins, a furnace 

in the heart. It consumes and engulfs and absorbs us. It is not a drink for the faint-

hearted or the apathetic. It is not for those who are satisfied with their own religious 

acts. The drink that Christ has to offer is one for those with a passion for God. 
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The word for “thirst” is the same word used in the passion narrative,  when Jesus 

hanging on the cross said, “I thirst.” It takes a lot of mental shuffling to grasp the 

irony of this  situation: Jesus,  the giver  of the water  of life,  in taking our sins on 

himself, became like us, one thirsting for God. His repeated promise in this gospel is 

that if we come to him, we will never thirst again. Yet here is this same man, not only 

unable to quench the thirst of others, but wracked by thirst himself. But it is precisely 

because he thirsts in his suffering that he can quench our thirst. He took our thirst on 

himself and experienced it to the full. Because he became one with us in our sin, we 

can become one with him in his exaltation. 

His suffering on our behalf included knowing what it was like to yearn earnestly after 

God and yet be unsatisfied because of the sin which separates us from God. For in 

that moment, Jesus became sin for us and was cut off from God, utterly forsaken. But 

Jesus did not remain forsaken, cut off from God. He was gloriously raised on the third 

day, and now ever lives for us, fulfilling all our desires in himself, but bringing us 

near to God by the Spirit. It is through the Spirit that we are once more able to be 

satisfied. For when Jesus said “If anyone is thirsty, let him come to me and drink” he 

was speaking of the Spirit, whom those who believed in him were later to receive. 

If we are to know the blessing of the Spirit in our lives we too must learn to treasure 

that above all else. Earnest seeking for God's blessing and mercy, longing for a life 

lived  in  communion  with  God,  sacrificing  all  for  the  sake  of  Christ,  this  is  the 

prerequisite for God's blessing. He does not bless the indifferent or the spiritually idle, 

he blesses those who hunger and thirst after righteousness, after God himself. Jesus 

promises, however, that those who do thirst can come to him and be satisfied. He does 

not leave us forsaken, but fulfills our heart-felt desires. 

The statement of Jesus needs to be considered carefully, for it is not that clear what it 

was that he actually said. You will see that in the footnotes for the NIV there is an 

alternative verse division, which uses a Hebrew verse form, as we find in the Psalms, 

where  the  second  statement  takes  up  and  expands  on  the  first  statement,  while 

retaining the structure of the first statement.

“If anyone is thirsty, let him come to me;

and let him drink who believes in me.” 
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As the Scripture has said, streams of living water will flow from within him.

The significance of this change in punctuation is that the reference to the Scriptural 

statement,  “streams  of  living  water  will  flow from within  him”  is  no  longer  the 

believer who drinks, but Christ from whom we drink. 

Cyprian, a bishop in the early church, interpreted the verse this way, and said about it: 

The Lord cries aloud that “whosoever thirsts should come and drink of the 

rivers of living water that flowed out of his bosom.”1

However,  a  number of other  equally eminent theologians  and pastors of the early 

church interpreted it in the manner which is traditional to us. The NRSV even imports 

the traditional view into the text: “As the Scripture has said, Out of  the believer's 

heart shall flow rivers of living water.” This is quite a radical change from the usual  

translation  of  “out  of  his  belly.”  It  explicitly  makes  the  source  of  the  water  the 

believer and not Christ, even if it is understood that the “living water” comes from 

Christ  and  the  Spirit  through  the  believer.  We  cannot  state  for  certain  that  one 

interpretation is preferable over the other, but it does appear that the version in the 

NIV footnote is preferable for a number of reasons. 

First of all, it is Christ who is the giver of the water of life, and that water is given by 

the indwelling of the Spirit. The water flowing from within him means that it is from 

Christ and through Christ that the Spirit is given. The Greek literally reads “out of his 

belly will flow rivers of living water.” The belly should not be taken literally, but seen 

in the light of the Hebrew usage of part of the body to mean the whole. It is from 

Christ, not any particular part of the anatomy, that the water flows. 

The Spirit was not yet given, as Jesus had not yet been glorified. The Spirit in his new 

covenant  relationship  was  confined  to  Christ,  the  anointed  one,  until  he  has 

accomplished the task for which he was sent: the winning of redemption for the whole 

world. Once that has been achieved, the Spirit can be freely given to those who have 

been united with the risen and glorified Christ. 

1 Cyprian. Epistle 72.11. To Jubaianus, concerning the baptism of heretics. ANF 
5, p. 382.
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Secondly, the believer does not become a well of water, but the water springing up 

within him becomes a well for him. In no way can we see this verse to mean that the  

water of eternal life comes to us from within others. Eternal life comes from Christ 

alone. We can see this from other Scriptures.

John 4:14 Whoever drinks the water I give him will never thirst. Indeed, the  

water I give him will become in him a spring of water welling up into eternal  

life. 

There is no indication this water Christ gives to the believer is a source of living water 

for others.

1  Cor  10:4  They drank the  same spiritual  drink;  for  they  drank from the  

spiritual rock that accompanied them, and that rock was Christ.

There are problems in identifying the OT passage from which Jesus quotes. There are 

a number of possible citations, none of which are exactly the same, but express the 

general idea. 

Jeremiah 2:13  My people have committed two sins. They have forsaken me,  

the spring of living water, and have dug their own cisterns, broken cisterns  

that cannot hold water.

Isaiah 43:20 The wild animals honour me, the jackals and the owls, because I  

provide water in the desert and streams in the wasteland, to give drink to my  

people, my chosen, the people I formed for myself that they may proclaim my  

praise.

One passage which is probably the most likely source for the quotation is Isaiah 44:3.

For I will pour water on the thirsty land, and streams on the dry ground; I will  

pour out my Spirit on your offspring, and my blessing on your descendants. 

This both makes the connection between the water and the Spirit, and would support 

identification of the source of water with the Messiah rather than the believer.
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By this (that is, the water) he meant the Spirit, whom those who believed in  

him were later to receive. Up to that time the Spirit had not been given since  

Jesus had not yet been glorified.

The Spirit was sent to us after Jesus had been glorified. The sending of the Spirit is 

the guarantee to us that Jesus has been exalted to the right hand of the Father. As we 

read in Acts 2 in the sermon of Peter, 

God has raised this Jesus to life, and we are all witnesses of the fact. Exalted  

to the right hand of God, he has received from the Father the promised Holy  

Spirit  and has poured out what you now see and hear. For David did not  

ascend to heaven, and yet he said, “The Lord said to my Lord, Sit at my right  

hand until I make your enemies a footstool for your feet.” Therefore let all  

Israel be assured of this: God has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both  

Lord and Christ.

The message in this sermon of Peter's is simple: it is only in and through Christ that 

we have access to the Father, and the promise of the Father to send us the Spirit is 

fulfilled only in Christ. So to know Christ is to be in communion with the Father and 

to have received the Spirit. To truly walk in the Spirit means to know Christ. For in 

Christ and Christ alone is the Spirit given to us, and this Spirit continually leads us 

back to Christ, the source of all blessing and grace.
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